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USER INTERFACE FOR CONTEXT 
SENSTIVE CREATION OF ELECTRONIC 
MAIL MESSAGE HANDLING RULES 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

The invention generally relates to the field of computer 
user interfaces and, more specifically, to the field of user 
interfaces for creating electronic mail message handling 
rules. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

As the use of electronic mail (“e-mail') has become more 
and more pervasive, users have become inundated with an 
ever increasing Volume of e-mail messages. In order to deal 
with the increased Volume of e-mail messages, many users 
utilize e-mail client applications that Support the use of e-mail 
handling rules. E-mail handling rules allow a user to define 
one or more conditions that should be tested for when an 
e-mail message is received. One or more corresponding 
actions may also be defined that are performed when e-mail 
messages are received that satisfy the conditions. For 
instance, an e-mail rule may be defined by a user that identi 
fies incoming e-mail messages from a particular sender and 
moves any messages received from the sender to a particular 
folder for storage. As another example, an e-mail rule may be 
defined that identifies incoming e-mail messages that contain 
specific text in the Subject line and then plays a particular 
Sound when e-mail messages having matching text in the 
subject are received. Many other combinations of conditions 
and actions may be defined to handle e-mail messages in a 
virtually unlimited number of different ways. 

Although many e-mail client applications include Support 
for e-mail handling rules, this feature has long been underuti 
lized by users. The neglect of this feature appears to be pri 
marily due to the fact that the process of defining e-mail 
handling rules in many e-mail client applications is a difficult 
and confusing process for users. In particular, in some e-mail 
client applications the user interface for creating e-mail han 
dling rules contains literally dozens of possible choices for 
defining the conditions and the actions to be performed when 
the conditions are met. As a result of the complicated user 
interfaces previously provided for defining e-mail handling 
rules, users have been discouraged from utilizing this valu 
able and time-saving feature. 

It is with respect to these considerations and others that the 
various embodiments of the present invention have been 
made. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In accordance with the present invention, the above and 
other problems are solved by a contextually sensitive user 
interface for defining e-mail handling rules. Utilizing the user 
interface, users can more easily define e-mail handling rules 
than through the use of previous user interfaces. 

In accordance with aspects of the invention, a contextually 
sensitive user interface for defining an e-mail message han 
dling rule is provided. The user interface includes one or more 
user interface objects for specifying conditions for the rule. 
The user interface also includes one or more user interface 
objects for defining the actions to be performed if the speci 
fied conditions are met. For instance, the user interface may 
include a first portion including checkboxes or other types of 
user interface objects that may be utilized by a user to specify 
the conditions for the rule. A second portion may also be 
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2 
provided including check boxes or other types of user inter 
face objects through which a user may select the actions that 
should be performed if the selected conditions are satisfied by 
a given e-mail message. 
The conditions that are displayed within the user interface 

for selection are chosen, at least in part, based upon the 
context in which a request to create the e-mail handling rule is 
received. For instance, if a request to create an e-mail han 
dling rule is received while a user is reading an e-mail mes 
sage, the conditions displayed within the user interface for 
selection may include a condition based on the identity of the 
sender of the e-mail message being read, a condition based on 
the Subject of the e-mail message being read, or a condition 
based on the identity of one of the intended recipients of the 
e-mail message being read. If a request to create an e-mail 
handling rule is received while a user is creating a new e-mail 
message, the conditions displayed within the user interface 
for selection may include a condition based on the identity of 
the intended recipient of the newly created electronic mail 
message or a condition based upon the Subject text of the 
created electronic mail message. If a request to create an 
e-mail handling rule is received concurrently with the selec 
tion of a displayed user name, the conditions displayed within 
the user interface for selection may include a condition based 
upon receiving an e-mail message from a user identified by 
the selected name or a condition based upon the Subject text of 
a received e-mail message. 

According to another aspect of the invention, a method for 
providing a user interface for defining an e-mail handling rule 
is provided. According to the method, a request may be 
received to create an e-mail handling rule. In response to 
receiving such a request, the context in which the request was 
received is identified. A user interface for defining the e-mail 
handling rule is then provided. The content of the user inter 
face is defined, at least in part, based upon the context in 
which the request to create the e-mail handling rule was 
received. 

According to other aspects of the methods provided herein, 
the user interface provided may include one or more user 
interface objects for defining one or more conditions for the 
rule. The user interface may also include one or more user 
interface objects for defining one or more actions to be per 
formed if the selected conditions are satisfied. The conditions 
for the rule displayed in the user interface may be selected 
based upon the context in which the request to create the 
e-mail handling rule is received, and may be a Subset of all of 
the possible conditions that may be tested. In particular, the 
conditions identified in the user interface may comprise one 
or more of the conditions most commonly utilized when a 
request to create an e-mail handling rule is received from 
within the particular context. 

According to another aspect of the invention provided 
herein, the context in which a request to create an e-mail 
handling rule may include the context of reading a received 
e-mail message. When a request to create an e-mail handling 
rule is received in this context, the conditions set forth in the 
user interface may include a condition for the rule based on 
the identity of a sender of the electronic mail message being 
read, a condition for the rule based on a subject of the elec 
tronic mail message being read, or a condition for the rule 
based on the identity of one or more intended recipients of the 
electronic mail message being read. 

Alternatively, a request to create a new e-mail handling rule 
may be received in the context of creating a new e-mail 
message. If such a request is received in this context, the 
available conditions displayed within the user interface may 
include a condition for the rule based on the identity of the 
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intended recipient of the newly created e-mail mail message 
or a condition for the rule based on a subject of the created 
e-mail mail message. Similarly, a request to create a new 
e-mail handling rule may be received in the context of a 
selected user name. If the request is received when a user 
name has been selected, the user interface may include con 
ditions for the rule based on the selected user name or based 
upon a subject of a received electronic mail message. Other 
contexts may be detected and other conditions may be dis 
played within the user interface and made available for selec 
tion based upon those contexts. 

The invention may be implemented as a computer process 
for providing the user interface, a computing system for pro 
viding the user interface, or as an article of manufacture Such 
as a computer program product or computer readable media. 
The computer program product may be a computer storage 
media readable by a computer system and encoding a com 
puter program of instructions for executing a computer pro 
cess for providing the user interface. The computer program 
product may also be a propagated signal on a carrier readable 
by a computing system and encoding a computer program of 
instructions for executing a computer process. 

These and various other features, as well as advantages, 
which characterize the present invention, will be apparent 
from a reading of the following detailed description and a 
review of the associated drawings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a computer system architecture diagram illustrat 
ing a computer system utilized in and provided by the various 
embodiments of the invention; 

FIG. 2 is a flow diagram illustrating a process for generat 
ing a contextually sensitive user interface for defining elec 
tronic mail handling rules according to one embodiment of 
the invention; and 

FIGS. 3A-7 are screen diagrams illustrating various user 
interfaces and the features contained therein provided by the 
embodiments of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

Referring now to the drawings, in which like numerals 
represent like elements, various aspects of the present inven 
tion will be described. In particular, FIG. 1 and the corre 
sponding discussion are intended to provide a brief, general 
description of a Suitable computing environment in which 
embodiments of the invention may be implemented. While 
the invention will be described in the general context of 
program modules that execute in conjunction with program 
modules that run on an operating system on a personal com 
puter, those skilled in the art will recognize that the invention 
may also be implemented in combination with other types of 
computer systems and program modules. 

Generally, program modules include routines, programs, 
components, data structures, and other types of structures that 
perform particular tasks or implement particular abstract data 
types. Moreover, those skilled in the art will appreciate that 
the invention may be practiced with other computer system 
configurations, including hand-held devices, multiprocessor 
systems, microprocessor-based or programmable consumer 
electronics, minicomputers, mainframe computers, and the 
like. The invention may also be practiced in distributed com 
puting environments where tasks are performed by remote 
processing devices that are linked through a communications 
network. In a distributed computing environment, program 
modules may be located in both local and remote memory 
storage devices. 
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4 
Referring now to FIG. 1, an illustrative computerarchitec 

ture for a client computer 2 utilized in the various embodi 
ments of the invention will be described. The computerarchi 
tecture shown in FIG. 1 illustrates a conventional desktop or 
laptop computer, including a central processing unit 5 
(“CPU”), a system memory 7, including a random access 
memory 9 (“RAM) and a read-only memory (“ROM) 11, 
and a system bus 12 that couples the memory to the CPU5. A 
basic input/output system containing the basic routines that 
help to transfer information between elements within the 
computer, such as during startup, is stored in the ROM 11. 
The client computer 2 further includes a mass storage device 
14 for storing an operating system 16, application programs, 
and other program modules, which will be described in 
greater detail below. 
The mass storage device 14 is connected to the CPU 5 

through a mass storage controller (not shown) connected to 
the bus 12. The mass storage device 14 and its associated 
computer-readable media provide non-volatile storage for the 
client computer 2. Although the description of computer 
readable media contained herein refers to a mass storage 
device, such as a hard disk or CD-ROM drive, it should be 
appreciated by those skilled in the art that computer-readable 
media can be any available media that can be accessed by the 
client computer 2. 
By way of example, and not limitation, computer-readable 

media may comprise computer storage media and communi 
cation media. Computer storage media includes Volatile and 
non-volatile, removable and non-removable media imple 
mented in any method or technology for storage of informa 
tion Such as computer-readable instructions, data structures, 
program modules or other data. Computer storage media 
includes, but is not limited to, RAM, ROM, EPROM, 
EEPROM, flash memory or other solid state memory tech 
nology, CD-ROM, digital versatile disks (“DVD'), or other 
optical storage, magnetic cassettes, magnetic tape, magnetic 
disk storage or other magnetic storage devices, or any other 
medium which can be used to store the desired information 
and which can be accessed by the client computer 2. 

According to various embodiments of the invention, the 
client computer 2 may operate in a networked environment 
using logical connections to remote computers, such as an 
e-mail server computer, through a network 18. Such as the 
Internet. The client computer 2 may connect to the network 18 
through a network interface unit 20 connected to the bus 12. 
It should be appreciated that the network interface unit 20 
may also be utilized to connect to other types of networks and 
remote computer systems. The client computer 2 may also 
include an input/output controller 22 for receiving and pro 
cessing input from a number of other devices, including a 
keyboard, mouse, or electronic stylus (not shown in FIG. 1). 
Similarly, an input/output controller 22 may provide output to 
a display screen, a printer, or other type of output device. 
As mentioned briefly above, a number of program modules 

and data files may be stored in the mass storage device 14 and 
RAM 9 of the client computer 2, including an operating 
system 16 suitable for controlling the operation of a net 
worked personal computer, such as the WIDOWS XP oper 
ating system from MICROSOFT CORPORATION of Red 
mond, Wash. The mass storage device 14 and RAM 9 may 
also store one or more program modules. In particular, the 
mass storage device 14 and the RAM9 may store a personal 
information manager (PIM) client component 10. The PIM 
client component 10 comprises an executable software com 
ponent operative to provide functionality for managing per 
Sonal information, including e-mail messages. According to 
one embodiment of the invention, the PIM client component 
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10 comprises the OUTLOOK messaging and PIM applica 
tion from MICROSOFT CORPORATION of Redmond, 
Wash. It should be appreciated that embodiments of the 
invention may be implemented in other types of PIM and 
e-mail clients from other manufacturers. 

As will be described in greater detail below, the PIM client 
component 10 includes functionality for creating and pro 
cessing e-mail message handling rules. As known to those 
skilled in the art, e-mail message handling rules include two 
components: conditions that are tested for when an e-mail 
message is received and actions that are performed if each of 
the conditions are satisfied. For instance, conditions may be 
defined that are based upon the sender, recipients, subject, 
contents, or other characteristics of an e-mail message. 
Actions may be defined for moving the e-mail message to 
another folder, deleting the e-mail message, displaying a mes 
sage, or performing other actions. Moreover, as will be 
described in greater detail below, according to one embodi 
ment of the invention, a text-to-speech (“TTS) software 
component 24 may be utilized to speak specified text when 
the conditions of an e-mail handling rule are satisfied. 
As will also be described in greater detail below, the PIM 

client component 10 includes functionality for providing a 
contextually sensitive user interface for defining e-mail han 
dling rules. The content of the user interface for defining the 
e-mail handling rules is customized by the PIM client com 
ponent 10 based upon the context in which the request to 
create the e-mail handling rule is received. For instance, if a 
user is reading an e-mail message received from another user, 
the contents of the user interface for defining the e-mail 
handling rule may be customized based upon the contents of 
the e-mail message being read. Similarly, if a user is creating 
a new e-mail message when the request to create a new e-mail 
handling rule is received, the contents of the user interface for 
creating the rule may be customized based on information 
contained within the new e-mail message being created. 
Other contexts may also be utilized to customize the contents 
of the user interface and are described in greater detail below 
with respect to FIGS. 2-7. 

Referring now to FIG. 2, a routine 200 will be described 
illustrating an exemplary process performed by the PIM cli 
ent component 10 for providing a contextually sensitive user 
interface for defining e-mail handling rules. It should be 
appreciated that the logical operations of various embodi 
ments of the present invention are implemented (1) as a 
sequence of computer implemented acts or program modules 
running on a computing system and/or (2) as interconnected 
machine logic circuits or circuit modules within the comput 
ing system. The implementation is a matter of choice depen 
dent on the performance requirements of the computing sys 
tem implementing the invention. Accordingly, the logical 
operations illustrated in FIG. 2 and making up the embodi 
ments of the present invention described herein are referred to 
variously as operations, structural devices, acts or modules. It 
will be recognized by one skilled in the art that these opera 
tions, structural devices, acts and modules may be imple 
mented in Software, in firmware, in special purpose digital 
logic, and any combination thereof without deviating from 
the spirit and Scope of the present invention as received within 
the claims attached hereto. 

As shown in FIG. 2, the routine 200 begins at operation 
202, where a request is received to create an e-mail message 
handling rule. Such a request may be received by the PIM 
client component 10 in response to user selection of a menu 
item, a user interface button, or other type of user interface 
object. The context in which such a request may be received 
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6 
from a user to create an e-mail message handling rule will be 
described in greater detail below. 
From operation 202, the routine 200 continues to operation 

204, where the PIM client component 10 determines the 
context in which the request to create the new e-mail message 
handling rule was received. For instance, in one embodiment 
of the invention, a user may initiate a request to create a new 
e-mail handling rule while viewing a previously received 
e-mail message. In other embodiments, a user may request to 
create a new e-mail message handling rule while viewing a 
newly created, but not yet sent, e-mail message. 

Alternatively, a user may request creation of a new e-mail 
message handling rule in the context of viewing a mail mes 
sage received as the result of an alert Subscription made by the 
user. As known to those skilled in the art, a Subscription may 
be made by a user at an intranet or extranet Web site to receive 
electronic mail messages when certain conditions are satis 
fied. These electronic mail messages are referred to herein as 
“alerts.” Additional details regarding the creation and utiliza 
tion of alert e-mail messages is described in U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/452.706, entitled “Method and Appa 
ratus for Notifying a Computer User of the Occurrence of an 
Event and filed on Jun. 2, 2003, and which is expressly 
incorporated herein by reference. 

According to yet another embodiment of the invention, a 
request to create a new e-mail message handling rule may be 
received in the context of the selection of a user name. For 
instance, the operating system 16 may display a user name in 
any of the visual displays that it provides. A feature may be 
provided by the operating system 16 wherein the user name 
may be selected utilizing a mouse or other selection device. In 
response to the selection of the user name, a menu identifying 
actions that may be performed with respect to the selected 
user name may be displayed. One of the menu items may 
include the ability to create a new e-mail handling rule cor 
responding to the selected user name. Each of these contexts, 
and others, may be identified by the PIM client component 10 
at operation 204 of the routine 200. Additional details regard 
ing these contexts will be provided below. 
From operation 204, the routine 200 continues to operation 

206 where a user interface is provided by the PIM client 
component 10 to assist the user in creating the new e-mail 
handling rule. In particular, the user interface provided by the 
PIM client component 10 includes content based on the con 
text in which the request to create the new e-mail handling 
rule was received. For instance, if the request to create a new 
e-mail handling rule was received in the context of reading an 
e-mail message, the user interface provided by the PIM client 
component 10 may include a limited number of conditions for 
the rule, the conditions being based on the contents of the 
e-mail message being read. For instance, the user interface 
may be populated with a condition for the sender of the e-mail 
message being read, the Subject of the e-mail message being 
read or the recipients of the e-mail message being read. Other 
conditions may be pre-populated into the user interface when 
a request to create the new e-mail handling rule is received 
from within another context. Additional details regarding the 
contents of the user interface provided by the PIM client 
component 10 for creating a new e-mail handling rule accord 
ing to the various embodiments of the invention will be 
described in greater detail below with respect to FIGS. 3A-7. 
As described briefly above, the user interface provided by 

the PIM client component 10 for creating a new e-mail mes 
sage handling rule is also populated with a limited number of 
actions to be performed if the specified conditions are satis 
fied. In particular, the actions displayed within the user inter 
face provided by the PIM client component 10 include the 
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actions most commonly used by users when creating e-mail 
handling rules within the selected context. Additional details 
regarding the user interface for identifying actions to be per 
formed when the selected conditions are satisfied are also 
described in greater detail below with respect to FIGS. 3A-7. 

From operation 206, the routine 200 continues to operation 
208 where user input is received selecting both the conditions 
for the new e-mail handling rule and the actions to be per 
formed if the selected conditions are satisfied. Once the user 
has completed selecting the conditions and actions through 
the user interface provided by the PIM client component 10, 
the routine 200 continues to operation 210. At operation 210, 
the PIM client component 10 creates a new e-mail handling 
rule based on the user's selection within the user interface. 
The e-mail handling rule is then applied to new incoming 
message received by the PIM client component 10. The rou 
tine 200 then continues from operation 210 to operation 212, 
where it ends. 

Referring now to FIG.3A, additional details regarding one 
context in which a request may be received to create a new 
e-mail message handling rule will be described. As shown in 
FIG. 3A, a portion of a user interface 30 may be provided by 
the PIM client component 10 that includes a list31 of received 
e-mail messages 32A-32N. As known to those skilled in the 
art, any of the messages 32A-32N in the list 31 may be 
selected to read the contents of the selected message. Alter 
natively, a selection may be made of the any of the messages 
32A-32N in the list 31 utilizing a right mouse click or corre 
sponding key combination. In response to Such a selection, a 
menu 34 is displayed in conjunction with the selected e-mail 
message. In the portion of the user interface 30 illustrated in 
FIG. 3A, the message 32A has been selected and, in response 
thereto, the menu 34 has been displayed. 
As also shown in FIG. 3A, the menu 34 includes a number 

of menu items identifying actions that may be performed with 
respect to the selected message 32A. For instance, the mes 
sage may be opened, printed, deleted, or moved. A reply or 
other response mail may also be created to the message 32A. 
Additionally, according to one embodiment of the invention, 
a menu item 36A is provided in the menu 34 for creating a 
new e-mail message handling rule in the context of the 
selected message 32A. If the user selects the menu item 36A, 
the PIM client component 10 is operative to display the user 
interface dialog box shown in FIG. 3B. 

Turning now to FIG. 3B, additional details regarding the 
user interface provided by the PIM client component 10 will 
be described. As shown in FIG.3B, a user interface dialog box 
38 is displayed in response to a request to create a new e-mail 
handling rule in the context of reading an e-mail message. The 
dialog box 38 includes a first portion 40 wherein a user can 
identify the particular conditions for the new e-mail handling 
rule. The dialog box 38 also includes a portion 48 wherein the 
user can identify the actions to be performed if the selected 
conditions are satisfied. 
More particularly, according to one embodiment of the 

invention, the contents of the portion 40 are determined, 
based in part, on Subject matter contained in the e-mail mes 
sage that was being read when the request to create the new 
e-mail handling rule was made. For instance as shown in FIG. 
3B, a user interface check box 44A is displayed within the 
dialog box 38 corresponding to a condition related to the 
sender of the e-mail message that was being read when the 
request to create the new rule was received. The check box 
44A corresponds to a condition that has been pre-populated 
into the dialog box 38. Similarly, the check box 44B corre 
sponds to a condition related to the subject text of the e-mail 
being read when the request to create the new e-mail handling 
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8 
rule was received. Moreover, the text box 45A has been 
pre-populated in the dialog box 38 containing the actual text 
of the message that was being read when the request was 
received. A checkbox 44C is also displayed in the dialog box 
38 corresponding to a condition related to the recipients of the 
e-mail message that was currently being read when the 
request to create a new e-mail message handling rule was 
received. A dropdown menu 45B is also provided adjacent to 
the check box 44C for specifying a condition related to indi 
vidual recipients of the e-mail message that was being read. 
Additional details regarding the use of the checkbox 45B are 
provided below with respect to FIG.3C. 
As also illustrated in FIG. 3B, the portion 48 of the dialog 

box 38 includes user interface objects for selecting the actions 
to be performed if the selected conditions are satisfied. In 
particular, the actions identified within the portion 48 include 
a subset of all the possible actions that may be performed. The 
actions set forth in the portion 48 of the dialog box 38 are 
several of the most commonly utilized actions. For instance, 
the check box 46A corresponds to an action for displaying a 
new itemalert window when an e-mail message satisfying the 
specified conditions is received. Similarly, the checkbox 46B 
is utilized to play a selected Sound when an e-mail message 
satisfying the selected conditions is received. User interface 
objects are also provided for selecting a particular Sound to be 
played and for previewing the Sound. Additionally, the check 
box 46C is provided for moving an e-mail message to a 
selected folder when the e-mail message satisfies the selected 
conditions. User interface objects are also provided for select 
ing the particular folder to which the e-mail message should 
be moved. 

It should be appreciated that the user interface illustrated in 
FIG. 3B provides a customized and simplified user interface 
for defining the conditions and actions for a message handling 
rule. Moreover, it should be appreciated that while many 
users appreciate a simplified user interface. Some users prefer 
a more full-bodied and robust user interface. Accordingly, a 
user interface button 48 is provided that, when selected, will 
provide an advanced user interface for defining an e-mail 
handling rule that contains all of the possible actions and all of 
the possible conditions available by the PIM client compo 
nent 10. 

Turning now to FIG. 3C, additional details regarding the 
use of the dropdown menu 45B will be described. As shown 
in FIG. 3C, when selected, the dropdown menu 45B presents 
a list 50 identifying each of the recipients of the e-mail mes 
sage that was being read when the request to create a new 
e-mail handling rule was received. Any of the entries in the list 
50 may be selected by a user to customize the conditions for 
the new e-mail message handling rule. It should be appreci 
ated that one of the items in the list 50 includes an option for 
specifying a condition that is met when the e-mail message is 
sent to only the recipient of the e-mail message that was being 
read when the request to create the new e-mail message was 
received. 

Turning now to FIG. 4A, additional details regarding the 
receipt of a request to create a new e-mail message handling 
rule in another context will be described. The user interface 
52 shown in FIG. 4A comprises a portion of a user interface 
for creating a new e-mail message. As illustrated, the user 
interface 52 includes a user interface button 54 for creating a 
new e-mail message handling rule in the context of the newly 
created e-mail message. If the user interface button 54 is 
selected by a user while creating the new e-mail message, the 
user interface illustrated in FIG. 4B is displayed. 

Referring now to FIG. 4B, the user interface for defining an 
e-mail handling rule in the context of a newly created e-mail 
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message will be described. As shown in FIG. 4B, the dialog 
box 56 includes a portion 40 for defining conditions for the 
new e-mail handling rule and a portion 48 for defining the 
actions that are to be performed if the selected conditions are 
met. The portion 48 in the dialog box 56 shown in FIG. 4B is 
identical to the portion 48 illustrated in and described above 
with respect to FIG. 3B. 
As illustrated in FIG. 4B, the dialog box 56 includes a user 

interface portion 40 containing user interface objects for 
defining the conditions associated with the new e-mail han 
dling rule. In particular, a check box 44D is provided corre 
sponding to a dropdown menu 45C. The dropdown menu 45C 
is illustrated in FIG. 4C and is populated with a list 58 of each 
of the intended recipients of the new e-mail message shown in 
FIG. 4A. As illustrated in FIG. 4C, the list 58 may include 
groups of users identified as intended recipients, individual 
users, or an item for selecting any of the intended recipients. 
Additionally, the portion 40 includes a checkbox 44E for 
identifying a condition corresponding to the Subject text of 
the new e-mail message shown in FIG. 4A. The condition 
corresponding to the checkbox 44E is pre-populated with the 
Subject text of the new e-mail message. In this manner, a new 
e-mail handling rule can easily be created for handling 
responses to the newly created e-mail from any of the 
intended recipients. 

Turning now to FIGS.5A and 5B, another embodiment of 
the invention will be described. In this embodiment of the 
invention, the user may create a new e-mail handling rule 
related to messages generated by a previously created alert 
subscription. As described briefly above, users may utilize 
Internet websites or intranet sites to create alert subscriptions. 
For instance, a user may create an alert Subscription that 
forwards to the user a message each time a particular docu 
ment is changed. Other types of alert Subscriptions may also 
be created. 

When an e-mail message generated in response to an alert 
Subscription is received, the e-mail message is parsed to 
determine that the message was generated by the alert Sub 
scription. As shown in FIG. 5A, a reading pane of the PIM 
client component 10 may provide a preview 64 of the e-mail 
message generated by the alert subscription. If the PIM client 
component 10 determines that the e-mail is generated by an 
alert subscription, the PIM client component 10 is operative 
to display a user interface button 62 for creating a new e-mail 
handling rule related to the alert subscription. The button 62 
is displayed in response to identifying a received e-mail mes 
sage as an alert Subscription e-mail. 

If a user selects the user interface button 62, the user inter 
face dialog box 66 shown in FIG. 5B is displayed. The user 
interface dialog box 66 includes a first portion 40 identifying 
the conditions for the new e-mail handling rule and a second 
portion 48 identifying the actions to be performed if the 
selected conditions are met. The portion 48 of the user inter 
face dialog box 60 shown in FIG. 5 is identical to that dis 
cussed above with respect to FIG. 3B. The portion 40 of the 
user interface dialog box 66 includes text 68 that identifies the 
conditions for the new e-mail handling rule. In particular, the 
text 68 indicates that conditions are triggered when an alert 
message is received from the identified alert subscription 
source. The contents of the portion 40 are pre-populated with 
information obtained from the e-mail message that was 
opened when the user selected the user interface button 62. 
Accordingly, the user does not have to make any selections 
regarding the conditions for a new e-mail message handling 
rule created in the context of an e-mail message received in 
response to an alert Subscription. The user only has to select 
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10 
one of the actions contained within the user interface portion 
48 and accept the changes to create the new e-mail handling 
rule. 

Referring now to FIGS. 6A and 6B, yet another embodi 
ment of the invention will be described. In this embodiment of 
the invention, a user interface menu 76 is displayed in 
response to the selection of a user name 72 displayed by the 
operating system 16 or the PIM client component 10. As 
discussed briefly above, at various places in the user interface 
provided by the operating system 16, a user name 72 may be 
displayed. In conjunction with the user name 72, an icon 74 
may be displayed indicating that the user name 72 is select 
able. If the user name 72 is selected by using a right mouse 
click or other mouse or key combinations, the menu 76 is 
displayed. Through the menu 76, various actions may be 
performed with respect to the user name 72. For instance, an 
e-mail message may be created directed toward the user, a 
telephone call may be initiated directed toward the user, the 
user may be added to a contacts list, and calendar data may be 
obtained for the user. Additionally, the menu 76 includes a 
menu item 78 for creating a new e-mail message handling rule 
in the context of the user name 72. If the menu item 78 is 
created, the user interface dialog box. 72 shown in FIG. 6B is 
displayed. 
As shown in FIG. 6B, the user interface dialog box. 72 

includes a first portion 40 identifying a number of conditions 
for the new e-mail message handling rule. The user interface 
dialog box 72 also includes a second portion 48 identifying a 
number of actions to be performed if the selected conditions 
are met. The portion 48 of the user interface dialog box 72 is 
identical to the portion 48 described above with reference to 
FIG. 3B. As also shown in FIG. 6B, the portion 40 is pre 
populated with a number of conditions related to the selected 
user name 72. For instance, a check box 44F is provided 
corresponding to a condition related to receiving an e-mail 
from the user identified by the user name 72. Additionally, a 
user interface check box 44G is provided and a textbox 80 is 
provided in which a user may type e-mail Subject text to also 
be tested as an e-mail handling rule condition. Through the 
use of the user interface dialog box. 72, a new e-mail handling 
rule related to the context of a user name 72 may be created. 

Turning now to FIG. 7, additional details regarding one 
embodiment of the invention will be described. As shown in 
FIG. 7 a user dialog box 82 may be provided to a user in 
response to requesting the creation of a new e-mail handling 
rule from any of the contexts described herein. The user 
interface dialog box 82 contains a portion 40 that identifies 
the conditions to be tested in the new e-mail handling rule. 
Additionally, the user interface dialog box 82 contains a por 
tion 48 identifying a number of actions that may be performed 
in response to the selected conditions being satisfied. In par 
ticular, a user interface check box 46D is provided corre 
sponding to an action for speaking specified text in response 
to the occurrence the selected conditions. As described above, 
the computer 2 is provisioned with a text-to-speech compo 
nent 24 for speaking textbased on provided text. Accordingly, 
a textbox 84 is provided in which a user may specify the text 
to be spoken when the conditions identified in the user inter 
face portion 40 are satisfied. Additionally, user interface but 
tons are provided for previewing the selected text. In this 
manner, a user may easily create a new e-mail handling rule 
that speaks the text specified in the text box 84 when any of 
the selected conditions occur. 
As described herein, a user interface dialog box may be 

provided when a request is received to create a new e-mail 
handling rule in a particular context. It should be appreciated 
that, although examples of contexts in which a request may be 
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generated have been provided, other contexts are possible. 
Additionally, it should also be appreciated that although the 
handling rules described herein are illustrated in the context 
of handling e-mail messages, other types of messages may 
also be handled by rules created in a similar fashion. In 
particular, messages generated as a result of instant messag 
ing conversations and other types of communications may be 
handled by rules created in a similar fashion as described 
herein. 

Based on the foregoing, it should be appreciated that the 
various embodiments of the invention include a method, sys 
tem, apparatus, and computer-readable medium for providing 
a contextually sensitive user interface for defining e-mail 
handling rules. The above specification, examples and data 
provide a complete description of the manufacture and use of 
the composition of the invention. Since many embodiments 
of the invention can be made without departing from the spirit 
and scope of the invention, the invention resides in the claims 
hereinafter appended. 
We claim: 
1. A method for providing a user interface for defining an 

electronic message handling rule, the method comprising: 
receiving a request to create the electronic message han 

dling rule, wherein receiving the request to create the 
electronic message handling rule comprises receiving 
the request to create the electronic message handling 
rule from a user interface button displayed within an 
electronic message reading pane; 

in response to the request, identifying a context in which 
the request to create the electronic message handling 
rule was received, the identified context being associ 
ated with receiving a subscription alert, wherein receiv 
ing the Subscription alert comprises: 
receiving an electronic mail message, 
parsing the electronic mail message to determine 

whether the electronic mail message was generated 
by the subscription alert, 

in response to determining that the electronic mail mes 
sage was generated by the Subscription alert, provid 
ing the user interface button for creating the electronic 
message handling rule, and 

providing a preview of the electronic mail message gen 
erated by the subscription alert, wherein providing the 
preview of the electronic mail message generated by 
the Subscription alert comprises providing the pre 
view of the electronic mail message in the reading 
pane; and 

providing, in response to a selection of the user interface 
button for creating the electronic message handling rule, 
a user interface for defining the electronic message han 
dling rule, wherein providing, in response to the selec 
tion of the user interface button for creating the elec 
tronic message handling rule, the user interface for 
defining the electronic message handling rule comprises 
customizing a contents of the user interface based on the 
identified context associated with an operation on the 
electronic mail message, the operation comprising one 
of the following: reading the electronic mail message, 
Selecting the electronic mail message, and creating the 
subscription alert associated with the electronic mail 
message, wherein providing, in response to the selection 
of the user interface button for creating the electronic 
message handling rule, the user interface for defining the 
electronic message handling rule further comprises pro 
viding: 
a first user interface object for defining at least one 

condition for the electronic message handling rule, 
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12 
wherein the at least one condition is automatically 
pre-selected and a user does not make any selections 
regarding the at least one condition, 

a second user interface object for defining at least one 
action to be performed when the at least one condition 
is satisfied, wherein the at least one action to be per 
formed comprises at least one of the following: dis 
playing a new item alert window, selecting a sound, 
playing the selected Sound, previewing the selected 
Sound, moving the electronic mail message to a 
selected folder, speaking selected text, and preview 
ing the selected text, and 

a third user interface object for defining the electronic 
message handling rule that contains all possible 
actions and all possible conditions. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein providing the first user 
interface object for defining the at least condition for the 
electronic message handling rule comprises providing a Sub 
set of all possible conditions for the electronic message han 
dling rule. 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein providing, in response to 
the selection of the user interface button for creating the 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface for defin 
ing the electronic message handling rule further comprises 
providing a fourth user interface object for setting a condition 
for the electronic message handling rule based on an identity 
of a sender of the received electronic mail message. 

4. The method of claim 1, wherein providing, in response to 
the selection of the user interface button for creating the 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface for defin 
ing the electronic message handling rule further comprises 
providing a fourth user interface object for setting a condition 
for the electronic message handling rule based on a subject of 
the received electronic mail message. 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein providing, in response to 
the selection of the user interface button for creating the 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface for defin 
ing the electronic message handling rule further comprises 
providing a fourth user interface object for setting a condition 
for the electronic message handling rule based on an identity 
of at least one intended recipient of the electronic mail mes 
Sage. 

6. The method of claim 1, wherein providing, in response to 
the selection of the user interface button for creating the 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface for defin 
ing the electronic message handling rule further comprises 
providing a fourth user interface object for setting a condition 
for the electronic message handling rule based on an identity 
of the intended recipient of the created electronic mail mes 
Sage. 

7. The method of claim 1, wherein providing, in response to 
the selection of the user interface button for creating the 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface for defin 
ing the electronic message handling rule further comprises 
providing a fourth user interface object for setting a condition 
for the electronic message handling rule based on a subject of 
the created electronic mail message. 

8. The method of claim 1, wherein defining the at least one 
condition for the electronic message handling rule comprises 
defining the at least one condition to be associated with 
receiving an alert electronic mail message generated as a 
result of the subscription alert. 

9. The method of claim 1, wherein providing, in response to 
the selection of the user interface button for creating the 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface for defin 
ing the electronic message handling rule further comprises 
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providing a fourth user interface object for setting a condition 
for the electronic message handling rule based on the selected 
aC. 

10. The method of claim 1, wherein providing, in response 
to the selection of the user interface button for creating the 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface for defin 
ing the electronic message handling rule further comprises 
providing a fourth user interface object for setting a condition 
for the rule based on a subject of the received electronic mail 
message when the context comprises selecting a name. 

11. A contextually sensitive user interface for defining an 
electronic message handling rule, the user interface compris 
ing: 

a first user interface object provided to a display device for 
defining at least one condition for the electronic message 
handling rule, wherein the at least one condition is auto 
matically pre-selected and a user does not make any 
Selections regarding the at least one condition, based on 
an identified context in which a request to create the 
electronic message handling rule was received, the iden 
tified context corresponding to receiving a Subscription 
alert, wherein receiving the Subscription alert com 
prises: 
receiving an electronic mail message, 
parsing the electronic mail message to determine 

whether the electronic mail message was generated 
by the subscription alert, 

in response to determining that the electronic mail mes 
sage was generated by the Subscription alert, provid 
ing a user interface button for creating the electronic 
message handling rule, and 

providing a preview of the electronic mail message gen 
erated by the subscription alert, wherein providing the 
preview of the electronic mail message generated by 
the Subscription alert comprises providing the pre 
view of the electronic mail message in a reading pane 
of a software for proving the electronic mail message; 

a second user interface object for defining at least one 
action to be performed if the at least one specified con 
dition is satisfied, wherein the at least one action to be 
performed comprises at least one of the following: dis 
playing a new item alert window, selecting a Sound, 
playing the selected Sound, previewing the selected 
Sound, moving the electronic mail message to a selected 
folder, speaking selected text, and previewing the 
selected text; and 

a third user interface object for defining the electronic 
message handling rule that contains all of the possible 
actions and all of the possible conditions. 

12. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 
further comprising a fourth user interface object for setting a 
condition for the electronic message handling rule based on 
the identity of a sender of the electronic mail message when 
the identified context comprises reading the electronic mail 
message. 

13. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 
further comprising a fourth user interface object for setting a 
condition for the electronic message handling rule based on a 
subject of the electronic mail message when the identified 
context comprises reading the electronic mail message. 

14. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 
further comprising a fourth user interface object for setting a 
condition for the electronic message handling rule based on 
an identity of at least one intended recipient of the electronic 
mail message when the identified context comprises reading 
the electronic mail message. 
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15. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 

further comprising a fourth user interface object for setting a 
condition for the electronic message handling rule based on 
an identity of the intended recipient of the electronic mail 
message when the identified context comprises creating the 
electronic mail message. 

16. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 
further comprising a fourth user interface object for setting a 
condition for the electronic message handling rule based on a 
subject of the electronic mail message when the identified 
context comprises creating the electronic mail message. 

17. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 
further comprising a fourth user interface object for setting a 
condition for the electronic message handling rule based on 
the selected name when the identified context comprises 
Selecting a name. 

18. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 
further comprising a fourth user interface object for setting a 
condition for the electronic message handling rule based on a 
Subject of a received electronic mail message when the iden 
tified context comprises selecting a name. 

19. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 11, 
further comprising a fourth user interface object containing a 
Subset of all actions for defining the at least one condition and 
the at least one action for handling the electronic message. 

20. The contextually sensitive user interface of claim 19, 
wherein the fourth user interface object contains at least one 
commonly utilized action to be performed. 

21. A system for providing a user interface for defining an 
electronic message handling rule, the system comprising: 

a memory storage; and 
a processing unit coupled to the memory storage, wherein 

the processing unit is operative to: 
receive a request to create the electronic message han 

dling rule from a user interface button displayed 
within an electronic message reading pane; 

in response to the request, identify a context in which the 
request to create the electronic message handling rule 
was received, wherein the identified context com 
prises a context selected from one of a creation of an 
alert Subscription comprising a generation of an alert 
electronic mail message and a receipt of the alert 
Subscription comprising: 
a receipt of the generated alert electronic mail mes 

Sage, 
a parsing of the generated alert electronic message to 

determine whether the generated alert electronic 
mail message was generated by the alert Subscrip 
tion, and 

in response to a determination that the generated alert 
electronic mail message was generated by the alert 
Subscription, a provision of a user interface button 
for configured to create the electronic message han 
dling rule, and 

a preview of the generated alert electronic mail mes 
Sage generated by the alert Subscription, wherein 
the preview of the generated alert electronic mail 
message generated by the alert Subscription com 
prises providing the preview of the generated alert 
electronic mail message in the reading pane; and 

provide a user interface for defining the electronic mes 
sage handling rule, wherein a contents of the user 
interface is customized based on the identified context 
associated with an operation on the electronic mail 
message, the operation comprising one of the follow 
ing: a reading of an electronic mail message, selecting 
the electronic mail message, and a creation of the alert 
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Subscription associated with the electronic mail mes- be performed comprises at least one of the follow 
Sage, wherein the user interface for defining the elec- ing: a display of a new item alert window, a selec 
tronic message handling rule comprises: tion of a sound, a playing of the selected sound, a 
a first user interface portion for defining at least one preview of the selected sound a moving of the 

condition for the electronic message handling rule, 5 electronic message to a selected folder, a speaking 
wherein the at least one condition is automatically Elected text, and a preview of the selected text, 
pre-selected and a user does not make any selec 
tions regarding the at least one condition, a third user interface portion for defining the elec 

tronic message handling rule that contains all pos 
a second user interface portion for defining at least to sible actions and all possible conditions. 

one action to be performed if the at least one con 
dition is satisfied, wherein the at least one action to ck k < k ic 


